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Kiloannum Ten - Year Twenty-Eight (Year 10,028 of elven rule)

Continent of Stamen

It was a land of grassy hills and rocky cliffs. A gentle breeze swept through the area, courtesy of the ocean right to the south. A gray unicorn with black spots on its rump was making its way up one of the larger hills. Shaggy black hair was on its lower legs, matching its majestic mane and flowing tail. Seated atop the saddle was a devilishly handsome elf. His name was Warren Dietrich. His white dress shirt was seamless, and ruby-red jewels were on his cufflinks. A deep crimson duster jacket was worn over this. His brown slacks were spotless despite the long journey, and his leather riding boots caught the glimmer of the afternoon sun. His jet-black hair matched his mount’s, long but held in check by an intricately tied knot that turned his thick hair into a long ponytail down his back.

A single small pack on his back, Warren ushered his mount forward toward the largest hill. He went into a full gallop, bringing his body closer to the unicorn’s. Feeling that muscle at work never ceased to amaze him. The unicorn didn't lose speed as the terrain became steeper and steeper. Each snort of its breath sent warm vapor the elf’s way, but he only smiled. Onward and onward they went, higher and higher, until they finally reached the summit of the grassy mound of earth and rock. From that height, he took in the splendor of the southern coastline.

“Never loses its luster, does it, Thunderbolt?”

The unicorn whinnied in response, tossing his mane about now that they’d made it. Warren descended from the saddle. Though it was a mostly grassy area, there were thickets of bishop pine and sporadic clusters of coyote bush. He’d come from the continent’s interior on a mission, but there was no way he could pass up this view every time he’d visited the Kan Region. The sea breeze flowered around him, lifting his duster overcoat and revealing the scabbard he had at his hip.

“You said it,” Warren laughed. The elf stood before the world's beauty, taken aback and lost in its wonder. From his vantage point, he could see the Dalmur Falls. Rushing over smooth stone was the Jasmine River. Its beauty was brought to its zenith as the water cascaded over the side of the seaside cliffs. It was a one-hundred-foot drop, deadly but stunning. This was the only waterfall in the known elven world that directly entered the ocean. It was found in the wilderness and isolated from towns or even villages. 

The area where river water hit the rolling waves made for quite the spectacle, bringing a steady roar and the illusory reflection of a rainbow if one looked ever so closely. The elf soaked it in with his hands on his hips. He knew the hard life of the continent’s interior where the elves of Stamen lived along canyon walls. The enchanted rock made for excellent defensive positions, but it wasn’t always enough to keep out the Vassals of the Gloaming. Hard-fought battles had left many Stamen elves dead or maimed, and some suffered worse fates.

But the panoramic view he now beheld made it all worth it. He’d slain both monsters and fellow elves, all in the name of hegemony and lasting peace. He stroked Thunderbolt’s neck. All worth it in the end. The Moon Nation stands tall and remains wise. As we shall ever be.

Warren directed Thunderbolt toward a seaside promontory. At the land formation’s base was an extravagant manor of untold magnificence. The elf brought his mount to a trot as they neared the front courtyard. A tall brick wall served as the entry gate, and inside were cobblestones paths that winded through a cavalcade of hedges trimmed into elaborate designs. Some appeared as mermaids, while others took on the shape of terrifying wyverns. A particularly beautiful one depicted a mother deer and a tiny fawn at her side.

Upon rounding a corner, Warren came to marble stairs that led up to two massive wooden doors. Elven sigils were ingrained into the wood. Only a spell could open those massive doors. If that wasn’t enough, two armored elves stood at attention upon Warren’s arrival. Their eyes locked on him, but there was no betrayal of a single emotion. Seated on the lowest step was an elf who stood as the unicorn came to a halt before him. 

“And so the prodigal son arrives at last. Gods above and below, what a sight for these old eyes,” the fellow elf greeted.

His dark hair was parted at his right temple, with a few strands framing his face, while most of his hair was swept to the left. Like his guest, he had a taste for being flashy. On this fine day, he sported a charcoal suit with dark blue buttons and leather riding boots of his own, all topped off by the dark brown overcoat he wore on his shoulders with the empty sleeves hanging off to the sides. Narrow cheeks and an aquiline nose give off the impression of a much older elf, which he was. He was Warren’s senior by four hundred forty-five years.

“Edgar, my friend, you’ve adjusted quite well to the Castellan of the Southern Coastal Holdings title. Hopefully, we will not get too bloated on ale.”

“And if I was, ya spoiled prick? It’d be what I deserve for having to endure that ugly mug of yours.”

The two elves embraced each other. Edgar Valkland was a family friend of the Dietrich noble family. He served them for many centuries, as his father had, and presumably his father before him. He’d tutored Warren, sparred with him, even taught him how to ride a unicorn nice and proper. Whenever Warren fell off his mount, Edgar cackled to the point he needed to clutch his ribs. 

“Don't be so callous, my old friend.” Warren laughed. “After all, this mug of mine has gotten us out of a few tight spots if I recall correctly.”

“And gotten us into trouble more than a few times if I recall also,” his comrade jeered. He patted him on the shoulder. “It is good to see you, though you would have been here three days sooner had you taken the new paved road that cuts right through the woods. 

“You know me, Edgar. I enjoy a scenic route more than anything else in the world. Besides, going through those areas brings back memories.”

Edgar only nodded this time. Both understood precisely why Warren chose those roads. The old trails had not only been around since before the foundation of the Dietrich house, serving as merchant roads for centuries back, but they also had been the spots of various conflicts during that time as well. Valiant elves had served alongside them and been buried on those routes on many occasions. Their tombstones were still there, and each time Warren came this way, he paid tribute to those graves with flowers, food offerings, and, of course, a solemn prayer. Such dour memories would not stifle this reunion. Not on Edgar's watch.

“Come, we have much to discuss. Wouldn't want to keep the other guest waiting.”

Warren stopped halfway up the stairs as Edgar kept going. “Other guest?”

The older elf lifted a hand and whispered words to anyone, but these two were unintelligible. The two massive doors creaked open slowly. He turned to face the young noble elf.

“Yes, just the one. All charters need proper investors, as you know. Come, we will discuss the details over something to drink and eat. “

Warren straightened his cravat and followed after his friend.

Warren and Edgar walked through an enormous open space with a high ceiling and a dangling crystalline chandelier. Elvish servants waited to take their coats. Walking along a crimson carpet, the two made their way up a spiral staircase that led to the upper levels. Once on the second floor, they were greeted by more guards before going down a long corridor. Here, there were paintings of various Dietrich family lords that went back several thousand years. The history of Warren’s family had been one of blood as they rose to prominence among other noble families of the Stamen continent. Though the elves of these lands had warred with each other, the Dietrich family ultimately united them and formed Stamen into a proper nation that the Syndicate of Inanna officially recognized.

As a student of history, Warren recognized each elf, the era in which they lived, and the challenges they faced while being the head of the family. Some had fought in civil wars. Some had fought off other nations who sought to dominate them. Others fought what were known as purging wars against the Vassal of the Gloaming. They were the ravenous and often amorous beasts hiding in all nations' shadows. During the last few centuries, such wars against demons and other monstrosities had become rare as the age of peace took shape. Warren felt pride as he walked past these portraits. Each of these elves had contributed to the current era, including the portrait above the doorway they now approached. On it, Victor Carden Dietrich, his valiant father who had fallen in the last of these wars just 150 years ago. He never forgot that Edgar’s line, the line of Valkland, had fought alongside his forebears during that extensive history. Even though they weren’t blood-related, they might as well have been.

In dark times, the two elves entered what has been known as the War Room. Pentagonal windows let in sunlight, though mounted torches were at the ready when needed for nighttime reading. This area was a library not owned by Edgar's family or even Warren’s. Though they’d been tasked with keeping it safe for a thousand years, this collection of literary works was state property, not private, and represented a vast collection of all types. The shelves rose as high as thirty feet, and books covered every wall except the northern wall, home to a hearth with a burning fire. Here, one could find atlases, books of poetry, long biographies, and autobiographies of various elven figures, as well as studies on dwarves, fauna, and even some other races such as dwarves, orcs, and mermaids. Warren had spent many summers here as a child, often reading late into the night. Only once he began nodding off during lectures did his mother and father limit his time in the sacred library. Warren truly felt like he was at a second home, stirring something in his heart. This feeling, however, could not last forever.

Someone unfamiliar was in what he considered his domain; worse still, there was no elf of Stamen like he, Edgar, or all the elves who guarded this sacred study. Seated at a large round table situated close to the burning fire was a female elf who stood as they approached. She was petite in build, and in contrast to the gray of Stamen elves, she had apricot-toned skin. Her voluminous blonde hair was styled into an off-center ponytail with eyes a shimmering jewel-like boysenberry color. Her ivory dress went down to her knees, exposing navy blue stockings and crimson heels. The dress was elegant beyond words, sporting a high frilled collar and puffy grayish sleeves with brown buttons at the cuffs. She smiled warmly.

“Greetings, Viscount Warren Dietrich. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you in the flesh.”

An elf from Anther, Warren thought grimly. Anther was in the north of the world. He considered them pompous, hypocritical, and subordinate to the high elves of Corona. Stamen had warred against Anther some centuries ago, the conflict having been finally resolved by the time Warren was an infant. Still, as a child, he grew up with tales of their conniving nature. All that aside, he minded his manners and put on a smile. “Salutations, ma’am.”

Edgar stood between the two with his arms spread wide. He gave his friend a knowing look. “Sir Dietrich, I present to you archaeologist Niède Crow. She has a prodigious record at Oslatlan University and has even done lectures at Haven Academy.”

Warren lifted his brows at that. “Oh? We are in the midst of a maverick in the field. I’m honored.”

Niède Crow waved the praise away. “No need to flatter me, Viscount Dietrich. All the prestige is just a means to an end.”

“And what end is that?”

At that question, he saw a flare in her beautiful eyes. Her coy smile matched it. “As Sir Valkland said, I am a student of antiquity. The more prestige someone in my field accumulates, the more access they get to the most prized collections.”

“Which in turn gives you more prestige. Doesn’t that leave novices in your field at a disadvantage? How can they ever catch up to the grand scholars who sit on the endowments of nobles and merchants?”

Edgar gave Warren a side eye, but he did not intervene. Niède maintained her poise effortlessly in the face of the affront to her field. “You’re quite right, Viscount. Even the pursuit of knowledge is tainted by bureaucracy and coin. That is why I have sought you out. My apprentices and I have been preparing an expedition to end all expeditions. One that could change everything.”

Warren had a sardonic remark primed and ready to go, but Edgar cleared his throat as he eyed the two. “Why don’t we enjoy some refreshments and enjoy ourselves a bit?”

The three elves sat around the table as servants brought platters of thinly sliced meat and cheese, bowls of grapes, strawberries, and blackberries, and a full bottle of chilled red wine. Edgar regaled the scholar with old war stories as each of their glasses was filled. She laughed at his jokes and had genuine astonishment on her face as he went on. Any other time, Warren would’ve enjoyed the retellings. He’d been raised as a dignitary of Stamen, but his warrior instincts had been honed since he was an elf of five. A century and a half later, he’d cut down many enemies. Something about this meeting, which Edgar had written about months ago in a letter, felt different. Once the last of the cuisine had been brought out, Warren swished his wine about in his cup.

“If I had to guess,” he began, “this proposal will be a hunt for rare artifacts. Scrolls, tablets, maybe fossilized specimens even?”

“All that and more, Viscount Dietrich,” confirmed the scholar.

Warren smirked, feeling confident enough to go on. He felt like he was in battle once more, taking control of the situation when all else was dazed and confused. “Since you have come so far to our lands, then I would assume you seek some of the lost items of the Stamen elves. The Heights of Madul has many caves that are yet to be explored that I think are well worth the journey. Or perhaps Mount Vangtarsen. It was one of the first elven settlements on this continent. My father took on the task of exploring those ruins as a young elf, but he was never able to complete it.”

Niède Crow maintained that coy smile of hers. “Those all sound lovely. For the type of discovery my team and I are after; however, they just won’t do. The academics of Stamen likely have their eyes on those sites already. We’re thinking of something much more ambitious.”

Warren scoffed. “And what vaunted archaeological site would that be?”

Niède took a sip from her wine before replying. When she did, she looked right into his eyes. “We are seeking the Sphere of Teneb.”

Warren was left speechless for a moment. The very mention of that place left a cold chill down the warrior’s spine. For all his skill in battle and knowledge of magic, he suddenly found himself rattled. His gaze drifted over to his friend Edgar. The older elf sipped from his goblet as if the conversation wasn’t happening. It was absurdity made manifest. Warren had been inside this chamber for meetings that decided the fate of thousands, sometimes the entire Stamen continent. Never once had Edgar displayed such an avoidant demeanor while seated at the very table they sat at. Warren did not relent. It was the only way to shatter the delusion.

“You can’t be serious, Edgar.”

His dear comrade took a hefty gulp and set down his goblet. He’d emptied it effortlessly. His eyes finally met the younger elves.

“That is the agreed-upon destination. Those other sites you mentioned...” Edgar paused momentarily, carefully considering his words, “They hold great value to our people, but the professor is right. There are already excavations well underway in both. This is something untapped by anyone else. It’s potential—”

Warren stood from his seat. He put his hands flat on the table and spoke with an authoritative edge. “I can’t believe this is even being entertained. No elf has explored that realm in well over six thousand years and for damn good reason! It’s cursed! Forbidden by each nation and by the Syndicate collectively!”

“If I may speak so frankly,” interjected Professor Crow, “The Syndicate and all governments around the globe have misstepped on this matter. If we are to proceed, it will have to be a clandestine endeavor. Until we return with our bounty of discoveries, of course.”

Warren was too stunned to reply to such a statement. Edgar grimaced before jumping into the conversation. “Sir, I’ve looked over reports from the professor and her apprentices. Unexplored territories, by definition, are prime grounds for new discoveries, wouldn't you say?”

Warren couldn
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